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Abstract 
Media discourse is dialogic in nature (cf. Bakhtin, 1981; Zelizer, 1989), frequently including information 
or opinions sourced from beyond the reporter (e.g. Fairclough, 1995; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 
252; Waugh, 1995). The way reporters include other voices in the dialogue, as well as the range of 
meanings permitted in the dialogue, are crucial factors in the issue of ‘grounding’ news reports (Carey, 
1986; Waugh, 1995: 132). This paper presents findings from an analysis of non-authorial sourcing in 
armistice reports from the Sydney Morning Herald over a century (1902-2003), and considers how the 
uptake of resources for attributing this kind of information has changed in relation to changes in context, 
particularly technological and institutional context. A downward shift in the degree to which authorial 
responsibility is articulated and circumscribed seems to coincide with increasingly advanced and diverse 
technology for gathering and disseminating news. This suggests that advancements in technology do not 
necessarily lead to more accurate, balanced or grounded reporting, even when the technology potentially 
makes available a much greater range of information sources. Findings such as this have implications for 
understanding the changing character of news as a product of changing production processes, and for 
understanding the social purpose of news as a dynamic, changing social activity. 
1 Introduction 
News discourse is dialogic in nature (Martin & Rose, 2007: 49; Zelizer, 1989: 370); as with 
Bakhtin’s observations of the novel, we can observe of the news report that it makes use of 
‘the internal stratification of language, of its social heteroglossia and the variety of individual 
voices in it” (Bakhtin, 1981: 264). A number of scholars, both from linguistics and media 
studies backgrounds, have acknowledged that the issue of direct and indirect reported speech 
in media and other discourses is an important one (Fairclough, 1995; Hsieh, 2008; Leech & 
Short, 1981; Waugh, 1995; Zelizer, 1989), and have argued that news texts tend to reproduce 
asymmetrical power relations (Fairclough, 1995; Fowler, 1991). Hall et al further argue that 
this reproduction occurs not necessarily through conspiracy, but because of the kind of 
relationship that has developed over time between the media and the most powerful voices in 
society (e.g. Hall, Crichter, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 1978). In over 500 years of 
newspaper history, this practice of incorporating a variety of voices into the news appears to 
have been a consistent feature. The practice was indeed part of the origins of the newspaper, 
as postmasters in 16th century Europe wove into brief newsletters the latest news received by 
courier from their counterparts in other major cities of trade. In the 21st century, where press 
releases, press conferences, digital voice recordings, agency copy, and the internet are all part 
of the journalist’s professional toolbox, the range of voices that might be included is even 
greater.  
One of the major shifts in the language of press news in the twentieth century, according to 
Waugh (1995: 152), was the way external voices were incorporated into the text, from long 
tracts of direct speech quoted in narrative style to a greater use of reported speech, 
paraphrased and woven into the journalist’s professional interpretation of the news events. 
This coincides with the period that Matheson argues saw a significant shift in the 
professional practices and social function of journalism (Matheson, 2000). One of the 
characteristics of ‘pre-modern newspapers’ (before the 1930s), as a legacy of the early 
European newssheets or corantos (cf. Stephens, 2007: 139), was that journalists largely 
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operated as “relayers of documents” (Zelizer, 1989: 373). After the 1930s, journalists took on 
a role of interpretation and recontextualisation of news information, such that news became 
“a form of knowledge in itself, not dependent on other discourses to be able to make 
statements about the world” (Matheson, 2000: 559). 
In this paper I focus on the journalist’s role in articularting, circumscribing, interpreting 
and recontextualising news information, as realized through non-authorial sourcing. The 
discussion is based on a selection of findings from an analysis of the way non-authorial 
material is identified and incorporated into seven Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) news 
articles reporting the conclusion of war during the period 1902-2003. Shifts in the dialogic 
nature of the discourse construe contextual shifts, particularly related to technological 
advances and assumed reader expectations. 
2 Findings and Interpretations 
The seven texts, each taken from the first day of reporting of the end of war or a phase of 
war, are listed in Table 1 below. Of the 5863 words in the set, 35.5% are attributed either 
directly or indirectly to a source other than the author, and of the 625 clauses, around 16% 
are Verbal or Mental projecting clauses. Table 1 presents some general statistics related to 
the issue of non-authorial sourcing in the texts. ‘Attributed words’ includes all words 
presented as originating either directly or indirectly from a source beyond the writer, e.g. the 
underlined portion in Mr Bush said the outcome was a victory for Kuwait, the coalition 
partners, the United Nations, all mankind, the rule of law, and for what is right43 (Gulf War 
text). Direct quotations (cf. Fairclough’s ‘direct discourse’, Leech and Short’s ‘direct 
speech’) include only words orthographically presented (through quotation marks or other 
punctuation) as the actual words of an external source, e.g. the underlined portion in he 
announced that he would observe the truce for "a limited time" (Korean War text). 
The Gulf War text contains the highest proportion (54%) of words attributed to sources 
other than the author of the article, followed by the Boer War text (47%). However, these two 
texts use the attributed material quite differently in terms of the kinds of meanings attributed 
to other voices, and the way these voices and their meanings are circumscribed. These 
contrasts will be explained in sections 2.2 and 2.3 below. 
 Words Clauses Projecting clauses 
(Verbal/Mental) 
Attributed 
Words 
Direct 
quotations 
Boer War Text 
(3rd June 
1181 149 23 555 (47%) 
137
(12%, 
25%44)
World War I Text 
(12th November 545 58 11 169 (31%) 
43
(8%, 25%)
World War II Text 
(16th August 320 3 4 44 (14%) 0
Korean War Text 
(28th July 948 98 8 136 (14%) 
24
(2.5%, 18%)
Vietnam War Text 
(1st May 843 92 17 263 (31%) 
81
(10%, 31%) 
Gulf War Text (1st 
March 1268 109 28 684 (54%) 
390
(31%, 57%)
Iraq War Text 758 86 12 239 (32%) 208 
                                                 
43 Extracts from The Sydney Morning Herald are reproduced here with permission. 
44 The first percentage represents the proportion of directly quoted words in relation to the total word count of 
the text, the second percentage represents the proportion in relation to the total attributed words in the text. 
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(10th April (27%, 87%)
Total 
5863 625 103
2085 
(35.5%) 
881
(15%, 42%)
Average 837.57 89.29 14.71 297.86 125.86
Table 1. General statistics 
2.1 Persistent voices 
There is no consistency across the set of texts in terms of how each text as a whole is 
attributed to an author. The Boer War, WWI, Korean War and Vietnam War texts carry 
space/time indexes indicating a time and location as the origin of the information (e.g. 
London, Saigon). The Korean War text also bears an attribution to the agency A.A.P. as well 
as a space/time index to New York. The WWII text bears no attribution at all. The Gulf War 
and Iraq War texts are the only texts that name the journalists through the use of bylines. 
However, there is one striking consistency throughout the whole set of texts in relation to 
the use of external sources: the Sayers and Sensers to whom information is attributed are 
overwhelmingly sources of the Thing type ‘simple: conscious: person’ (63%) (cf. Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 1999: 190), with coalition allegiance, e.g. President Bush. Figure 2 shows the 
proportions of different kinds of sources across the corpus. Sayers of the type ‘coalition 
person’ fall into four categories based on social role: national leaders (39%), military leaders 
(37%), politicians (13%) and other civic leaders (e.g. mayor) (11%). The enemy’s voice is 
rarely heard: Sayers allied with the enemy occur less than 20% of the time. Most of these 
instances occur in the Boer War (30%) and Vietnam War (40%) texts. The allegiance ‘other’ 
includes neutral parties as well as, for example, Iraqi civilians, who are emphatically 
construed as ‘not enemy’ in the Gulf War text. 
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Figure 1. Proportions of Sayer Allegiance 
The dialogue of this news discourse, therefore, primarily involves the SMH journalists’ 
voices and the voices of those in power on the coalition side. In this respect, each report 
follows the semantic pattern of the ones before, where coalition officials were construed as 
the most newsworthy voices and valid sources of news information. However, given the 
Australian context of this newspaper, there is a notable absence of Australian voices. Only 
two Australian sources are quoted, both in the Vietnam War text, showing the Australian 
government’s response to the end of the Vietnam War: The Leader of the Opposition, Mr 
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Fraser, and a spokesman for the Foreign Affairs Department. It is interesting, also, that it is 
the Leader of the Opposition and an unidentified spokesperson for a government department 
who are represented, not the Prime Minister. This may be explained by reference to both co-
text and context: an adjacent article reports that the Prime Minister, Gough Whitlam, was out 
of the country and was also at the centre of some controversy over communications with 
North and South Vietnam. This is an example of how the study of discourse can identify 
anomalies that point to issues in the social, political or historical context. 
2.2 Boundaries around voices 
A crucial issue in relation to who holds responsibility for the views presented is how clearly 
that responsibility is articulated and circumscribed textually. If news discourse is dialogic, in 
the Bakhtinian sense, then in order to be accountable as a source of information about real 
events with human significance, it has a responsibility to readers to ensure that the various 
voices in the dialogue are easily distinguishable. However, increasingly, this is a 
responsibility that has not been fulfilled, as demonstrated by comparing the Boer War 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 1902) and Gulf War (Walker & Stephens, 1991) texts. 
The Gulf War text carries a byline identifying the correspondents as Tony Walker in 
Riyadh and Peter Stephens in Washington. These correspondents are thus identified as 
carrying responsibility for the statements made unless otherwise attributed (Bednarek, 2006: 
60). But meanings originating from other sources are not always clearly circumscribed, as 
shown in the following paragraph, which appears about half-way through the Gulf War text: 
So complete was the victory that in the last hours of the battle fewer than 20,000 Iraqi troops of the 
more than 500,000 sent to confront the coalition were still fighting. More than 40 of the 42 divisions 
sent to defend Kuwait were put out of action, according to a US spokesman. 
The information in the second clause is attributed to an unspecified US spokesman 
through the Circumstance of Angle at the end of the clause, and one is left wondering 
whether this attribution is also supposed to apply to the information in the first clause 
complex. This is similar to what Fairclough codes as ‘unsignalled’ free indirect discourse 
(Fairclough, 1995: 58), where the boundary between the information the journalists take 
responsibility for and that which they distance themselves from is blurred. In this instance, 
the information in question is factual and is potentially falsifiable by checking with a source 
of official statistics, so at one level this is perhaps not too serious. This kind of blurring with 
‘factual’ information also occurs to a lesser extent in the Vietnam War text. A more 
concerning example of the blurring of authorial responsibility occurs a few paragraphs later 
in the Gulf War text: 
"We must now begin to look beyond victory and war," he said. "We must meet the challenge of 
securing the peace." 
There could be no solely American answer to the challenges of the region, but the US was ready to 
assist and to be "a catalyst for peace". 
The first two sentences are clearly attributed to President Bush (who was Sayer in the 
previous projecting clause) through the projecting clause he said, but what of the following 
sentence? Certainly the end of the sentence is attributed to someone else as it is in inverted 
commas. The unusual use of could in the earlier part of the clause complex, which is 
probably a ‘backshift’ from can in an original utterance (cf. Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & 
Svartvik, 1972: 786-7), also implies that it should be interpreted as Bush’s view. Fairclough 
refers to this as ‘slipping’ (1995: 55); the responsibility for the statements made in that 
sentence is not explicitly claimed by the journalists, nor clearly made the responsibility of 
someone else, and the result is that the reader must guess their way through the tangle of 
voices, rather than being able to accurately interpret the wordings according to whose voice 
they represent. This instance is of more concern than the one presented above because the 
Claire Scott 
 
135
information whose source is unclear is a matter of opinion rather than falsifiable information. 
The journalists have presented an evaluation of a state of affairs in a way that suggests they 
endorse it, even if it was not their opinion originally. 
In contrast, the Boer War text is, in the first instance, entirely attributed to sources other 
than SMH writers. Following the convention of the time, each ‘coranto’ article (see Stephens, 
2007: 139-143) in the Boer War text is headed with a space/time index indicating the time 
and place of origin of the telegraphic intelligence, e.g. LONDON, June 1. London was the 
primary source of non-local news for Australia from European colonization (1788) at least up 
until WWI45 (John Fairfax & Sons, 1931). All instances of non-authorial sourcing in the Boer 
War text (as indicated by the London telegraph source, at least), whether direct or indirect 
quotations, are explicitly attributed to a Sayer or Senser, e.g. 
King Edward VII, in a message to the people, says:- "The King has received the welcome news of 
the cessation of hostilities with infinite satisfaction…” 
The "Express" states that Mr Kruger, upon learning that peace had been proclaimed, exclaimed, 
"My God, it is impossible." 
This text also attributes content to a range of other British newspapers, including the 
Express, as in the above example, as well as a Berlin newspaper, the Tageblatt. Many of the 
meanings attributed to these sources are evaluations of what has gone on, presumably from 
the editorials of those newspapers, e.g.  
The "Standard," in commenting upon the conclusion of peace, says that as long as the drama 
unfolded itself the feelings of the spectators underwent change, and that the closing act will add to 
Great Britain's prestige and weight in the councils of the world.  
Thus there is a slightly different blurring of the boundaries between reporter and 
commentator voice: in this text, the editorial opinion of other newspapers is presented as 
news. But because it is explicitly circumscribed as such, the reader is able to know to 
interpret the evaluation as being not the opinion of the SMH (although perhaps endorsed by 
the SMH). The SMH journalist relays the documents at its disposal in a responsible and 
accountable way, with minimal interpretation or recontextualisation. 
3 Concluding Remarks 
This brief presentation of findings demonstrates some of the differences and similarities I 
have found between texts reporting the end of a war or phase of war across a period of time. 
As instances of the greater potentiality, each text contributes to the system potential for 
reporting armistice, displaying variation in a principled way according to the pressures of 
context, e.g. censorship, media competition, and technological facilities. The legalistic 
gravity of the context of armistice has put pressure on the system such that it has tended to 
favour the selection of official coalition individuals as the sources of much of the evaluation 
and evidence in armistice reporting over the past century. 
As argued by scholars such as Matheson (2000)  Waugh (1995), and Zelizer (1989), news 
production practices over the last century have seen a shift from journalists as “relayers of 
documents” (Zelizer, 1989: 373) to journalists as independent, warranted interpreters of 
events. This is reflected in the contrast between the explicitly circumscribed attribution in the 
Boer War text and the very loosely circumscribed sourcing of the Gulf War text, which is 
oriented towards the integration and recontextualisation of sources into a unified style of 
prose (Waugh, 1995), at the expense of grounded, accurate interpretation by readers. 
                                                 
45 The WWI text, for example, begins with intelligence attributed to New York and Vancouver, then London, 
and finally Melbourne, the then capital city of Australia. 
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